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Review essay 
Cents and sustainability: a panel on sustainable growth,  
politics and scholarship 
 
Cents and Sustainability: Securing our Common Future by Decoupling Economic Growth from 
Environmental Pressures 
 
By Michael Smith, Karlson ‘Charlie’ Hargroves and Cheryl Desha 
London: Earthscan, 2010, 468 pp. AU$49.95 (hardback) ISBN 978 1 844 0752 9 
 
Motivating sustainable growth 
It is a hypothesis widely promulgated that the key to sustainability is the separation of economic 
growth from environmental impact. The primary message of this highly readable book is that the 
decoupling of economic growth from its environmental impact is not only possible, but there are many 
instances where it has already occurred. Furthermore, it is argued, policymakers should see spending 
money on sustainability initiatives as an investment: the financial, as well as environmental benefits, 
of spending not only far outweigh the costs of doing nothing, but can bring direct rewards. Cents and 
sustainability thereby sets out to provide an economic rationale to policymakers to invest in policies 
that promote sustainability, within the context of the global capitalist system. An important contribution 
of the work is its re-engagement with the World Commission on Environment and Development 
(WCED) report (1987), which has been much criticised over the past 20 years on the basis of what it 
is believed to say, and what it is believed not to say, rather than what it actually says. We are 
reminded that the 1987 report was not oblivious to climate change and its implications, for example. 
Cents and sustainability is an important contribution to the sustainability debate, but for the academic 
reader there is a lack of engagement with the theoretical and more critical literature in the field. The 
authors assume there is a collective interest in sustainable development that overlooks considerations 
of geography and class. 
 
The nation state is very much the scale of analysis in Cents and sustainability. It provides an 
impressively international collection of examples drawn from nations with widely divergent gross 
domestic product (GDP) levels (the explanation of different methods of calculating GDP and their 
implications was particularly welcome). The national scale of course is preeminent in terms of 
domestic agenda setting as well as international agreements. However, the book pays less attention 
to critical regional variations in social, environmental and economic indicators that are highly relevant 
to the question of sustainability. Uneven development occurs at many scales, and the difficulties 
faced by developed countries in these regards serve as an indication of the extreme difficulties faced 
by underdeveloped countries. 
 
Explicitly setting out to demonstrate what can be done, Smith and co-authors provide many positive 
case studies of the amelioration of environmental problems, especially where this has been 
accomplished with financial gain. There are very useful reminders of what has been achieved in terms 
of sustainable development in OECD countries over the last half century. Clean air and sanitary waste 
management, for example, are easily taken for granted today in developed countries. However, while 
the data presented show that pollution levels (e.g. of sulphur dioxide) have indeed fallen whilst GDP 
has continued to rise, little is said about the transition to a post-industrial economy and the off-shoring 
of production. Furthermore, issues that have become mundane in the developed world remain 
disastrously problematic in many parts of the non-OECD world. Whilst that discrepancy is part of the 
motivation for this book, the fact that so many problems remain despite the manifest suitability of 
existing technology to tackle them suggests there may be greater barriers to achieving sustainability 
than it implies (see, for example, Boehmer-Christiansen 2002). 
 
An unfortunate omission from the book is acknowledgement of the overlap between its suggestions 
and the academic field of ecological modernisation. The latter encompasses a wide range of attitudes 
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to implementing sustainable development, but can be characterised by the principle that economic 
development and environmental protection are not alternatives, but rather necessary companions 
(e.g. Jänicke 2008). Granted policymakers may be nonplussed by the term ‘ecological modernisation’ 
and the finer points of academic discourse around it, but given the importance of related ideas to the 
book, it is a pity that the connection is not made. Likewise, and perhaps more significantly, a critique 
of the ideas associated with ecological modernisation is also missing. A key idea in the book, shared 
with Porter (1991) and found in the ecological modernisation literature, is the notion that 
environmental policy can engender technological innovation to the benefit of both the economy and 
the environment. What is missing here, though, is an understanding of the complexity of the process 
of engagement between policymakers and industry and other interest groups. Evidence suggests that 
regulations may be less effective at generating the innovation of new technology than promoting the 
diffusion of existing technology (e.g. Roediger-Schluga 2004).Furthermore, in keeping with standard 
discourses, the authors assume a collective interest in sustainable development that overlooks the 
class relationship between labour and capital. Recent debates call into question the potential for 
environmental policy to generate the so-called green jobs beloved of policy-makers (e.g. Chapple et 
al. 2011). Moreover, as Deutz (2011) argues, whilst some workers are likely to benefit from such jobs 
at certain times and places, even environmentally sustainable capitalism cannot work in the interests 
of workers as a class. 
 
As Smith et al. make clear, there is a positive correlation between income and environmental 
standards; improving the latter is not a cheap exercise. Whatever the cost savings may have been, 
the US$523 billion estimated to have been spent on cleaning the US atmosphere represents a heady 
level of investment. A significant barrier to the securing of environmental improvements, not 
addressed in the book, is finding the initial money to invest. A second, more subtle barrier is that the 
organisations required to meet the cost of sustainable investment may not be those that stand to reap 
the financial rewards. The lack of a decisive outcome from the Copenhagen Climate Summit (2009) 
firmly suggests that at the national scale competitiveness remains a stronger urge than co-operation. 
In addition, and particularly of relevance in developing countries, in order for people to amend what 
may have become unsustainable lifestyles(whether over fishing, overgrazing or trading in wild-life 
products), they must have an alternative source of livelihood. 
 
Cents and sustainability provides an excellent overview of the major environmental issues of the day, 
importantly indicating their interrelationships (for example how tackling non-climate change related 
problems can have benefits in terms of reducing carbon emissions). Furthermore, the point that not 
acting costs money is firmly illustrated. However, the potential division between those that would pay 
and those that might benefit from action is highly critical in influencing when action is likely to occur. 
Whilst everyone benefits from a cleaner environment, economic benefits of development are less 
equitably shared. The book is aimed at policymakers and I hope it succeeds in engendering a positive 
attitude towards environmental reform. It will also be an invaluable teaching resource. However, 
despite the manifold achievements of the authors, one book cannot hope to accomplish everything. In 
this case, readers will need to provide for themselves an extra level of critical awareness that the 
authors may have considered inappropriate for a motivational text. 
 
PAULINE DEUTZ, University of Hull Email: p.deutz@hull.ac.uk 
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Sustainability and political decisionmaking 
Nearly 25 years after the publication of Our common future, notions of sustainability and sustainable 
development are well established within the global zeitgeist. From municipal governments to mining 
companies, from the UN to universities, a parade of actors now asserts the virtue and necessity of 
sustainability. When one takes stock of the post-Brundtland Report neoliberal decades, however, it is 
easy to get dispirited. Rates of use for many resources continue to swell, coordinated action on 
climate change has seen significant setbacks, and by many accounts global wealth inequalities have 
grown. We would hardly seem to be on the cusp of anew socially just and environmentally sustainable 
modernity. Cents and sustainability is an effort to move us along the path toward sustainability as 
envisioned by the architects of Our common future. In doing so, the authors receive the support of 
several pivotal figures in global environmental politics, including Gro Harlem Brundtland herself, 
Rajendra Pachauri, Kenneth G.Ruffing, and Jim MacNeill, all of whom provide front matter endorsing 
the book’s aims. Despite multiple warning signs of impending ecological crisis and ample international 
attention on the environment, the authors of Cents and sustainability acknowledge that, overall, action 
on the sustainability front has been lacking, that the aims of Our common future remain far from 
realised. How do the authors explain this passivity in the face of environmental peril? The will of 
policymakers to act on the environment, they aver, has been consistently dampened by the 
misconception that such action is inescapably detrimental to the economy. To blame, in short, is the 
erroneous notion that we must ultimately choose between economic growth and environmental 
sustainability. The authors contend that certain ‘vested interests’ have promoted this idea as a means 
of preserving their own narrow economic advantages. Moreover, in the authors’ eyes, some 
environmentalists and ecological economists have reinforced this notion – and provided fodder (if 
unintentionally) to said vested interests – by positing a strong linkage between economic growth and 
the physical growth of the economy. 
The book, then, sets out to demonstrate not just that the economy and the environment are fully 
reconcilable, but also that with the right price signals and policy choices, sustainability can be a 
growth strategy in itself. Specifically, the authors maintain that convincing evidence now exists to 
support the hypothesis that economic growth can be delinked – or ‘decoupled’ – from the negative 
ecological impacts traditionally associated with it. Chapters 2–5 of the book flesh out the decoupling 
hypothesis, discuss factors that affect both poorer and richer countries’ capacities to achieve 
decoupling, and detail important considerations in developing national decoupling strategies. Drawing 
mainly on existing studies and reports, including several works previously published by the authors, 
the book then offers a series of proposals for how government leaders might develop decoupling 
strategies in the key areas of greenhouse gas emissions, biodiversity loss, freshwater extraction, 
waste production, and air pollution. Throughout, the focus is on redesigning economies in ways that 
reduce environmental impact per unit of product or service consumed, especially through policies that 
promote clean technologies.  
Many of the core ideas presented in Cents and sustainability will no doubt be familiar to readers 
acquainted with the fields of ecological modernisation and industrial ecology, which makes the book’s 
lack of sustained engagement with these literatures (or critiques of them) surprising and unfortunate. 
Yet, the book’s main objective is clearly not to advance scholarship, but rather to affect political 
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decisionmaking. In this respect, one of its contributions is to draw together in an accessible and 
integrative format a great deal of material on regulatory strategies and techno-organisational tools 
available to leaders interested in promoting eco-efficiency, pollution abatement, habitat protection, 
and other environmental goals. Importantly, the book points to the interconnectedness of many 
environmental problems, in particular drawing out the linkages between climate change and the other 
environmental pressures examined. As such, it speaks to the breadth of change that will be needed to 
construct a more sustainable economic system. This is a message certainly worth underscoring to 
policymakers.  
One limitation of Cents and sustainability, nonetheless, is that the authors at times draw too heavily 
on thin or overly simplified causal explanations of environmental problems. In the chapter on factors 
that may undermine decoupling initiatives, for instance, the discussion revolves primarily around 
‘myths’ and ‘fears’ about the economic costs of green initiatives(e.g. loss of profitability, 
competitiveness, and jobs).While this line of analysis may hold strategic worth in discussions with 
political leaders, it is less helpful in aiding our understanding of the complex social, political, and 
economic factors that contribute to the seemingly intractable nature of many current patterns of 
resource use. In a second example, the chapter on barriers to decoupling in poorer countries makes a 
series of causal assumptions that have not held up in political-ecological analysis, including that 
poverty and environmental degradation are mutually reinforcing and that factors like population 
growth, corruption, and lack of aid are the principal roots of poverty. This lack of comprehensive, 
nuanced explanations of environmental problems is partly due to the nature of the book, which 
primarily aims to synthesize existing reports rather than present in-depth case studies (barring the last 
chapter on air pollution in Delhi).However, the effect in my view is to undermine the persuasiveness of 
the evidence presented in support of the decoupling hypothesis. It also means that the book does not 
consider a range of additional factors and dynamics important for understanding sustainability 
challenges. For instance, the book says surprisingly little about actual political-economic trends 
occurring since the publication of Our common future, and how these bear on sustainability. In 
particular, the wide-spread adoption of free-market policies and ideologies receives little attention; 
neither do the processes that this neo liberalisation has facilitated, such as the general movement of 
extractive activities and polluting industries from richer to poorer countries.  
Insufficient attention to these political-economic dynamics is indicative of a broader concern I have 
with the book, which is the extent to which it takes the existing global capitalist order for granted. This 
can be seen in the book’s approach to economic growth itself, the assumed necessity of which is 
inadequately interrogated. The danger, as Swyngedouw (2007) has observed, is that by framing 
environmental sustainability as fully compatible with existing capitalist social relations, such relations 
are presented as inevitable, in the process foreclosing discussions of alternative socio-environmental 
futures. To be sure, those looking for guidance on pursuing a more radical political-ecological agenda 
will have to look elsewhere. 
MATTHEW HIMLEY, Illinois State University Email: mdhimle@ilstu.edu 
Reference 
Swyngedouw E 2007 Impossible ‘sustainability’ and the post political condition in Krueger R and 
Gibbs D eds The sustainable development paradox: urban political economy in the United States and 
Europe The Guilford Press, New York 13–40 
 
  
The Geographic Journal ‐ Accepted Text  Reviewer (Deutz) & Response (Smith, Hargroves, Desha) 
5 
Response from authors 
We appreciate this opportunity to acknowledge and respond to the reviews of Cents and sustainability 
by Dr Himley and DrDeutz. We are very pleased that both reviewers found the publication to be a 
‘highly readable book’ and recommended it strongly for current policymakers, decisionmakers and 
educators. Their reviews found the book to be highly relevant for those wanting a comprehensive 
overview of what has been achieved and learnt concerning many aspects of environmental sustain-
ability, since Our common future was published in1987 (World Commission on Environment and 
Development 1987), as was the intention of the work.  
Inevitably with a book such as this, which addresses such a broad topic, readers will raise a number 
of suggestions of additional issues they wanted to see addressed. Responding to the reviewers’ 
suggestions we illustrate below where some of these are covered in this publication, albeit briefly in 
some instances. We also highlight where some of the reviewers suggested additions for Cents and 
sustainability are addressed in detail in our previous publications or PhDs. As Dr Deutz has 
commented, ‘one book cannot hope to accomplish everything’.  
One of Dr Himley’s main concerns is that the book does not address the full array of causes of and 
barriers to achieving sustainability. He comments, ‘In particular, the widespread adoption of free-
market policies and ideologies receives little attention, neither do the processes that this neo-
liberalisation has facilitated’. Our first publication, entitled The natural advantage of nations 
(Hargroves and Smith 2005), was partly a response to and refutation of this laissez-faire free market 
ideology, hence the title, which is a deliberate play on the bible of free-market ideology The wealth of 
nations by Adam Smith. The natural advantage of nations was one of the first sustainability 
publications to integrate advances in neo-Keynesian economics, by a range of economists, to show 
that, because of the endemic nature of asymmetric information and market failures, the in visible hand 
of the market is so invisible because it does not exist (Greenwald and Stiglitz1986). 
Similarly, one of Dr Deutz’s main criticisms is that the book is not linked in detail to the academic field 
of ecological modernisation. Those looking for detail on ecological modernisation discourses and how 
this book relates to such debates can refer to Dr Smith’s PhD (Smith 2009), which provides a still 
more formal academic treatment of many of the ecological modernisation issues covered in Cents 
and sustainability. With a title that plays on English literature, the intent of this book is to reach a very 
wide audience. Hence we concluded that a detailed discussion of academic aspects of ecological 
modernisation risked losing this broad audience. As Dr Deutz acknowledges, ‘Granted policy makers 
may be nonplussed by the term ‘ecological modernisation’ and the finer points of academic discourse 
around it’.  
Other aspects of the reviews seem to be based on incorrect assumptions about what the book covers. 
For instance, one of Dr Himley’s main criticisms is that ‘One significant limitation of Cents and sustain-
ability is that the authors at times draw too heavily on...overly simplified causal explanations of 
environmental problems.’ Dr Himley then points to chapter 3 as evidence for this. However, chapter 
3does not cover causal explanations of environmental problems or address the question of ‘what 
causes environmental problems?’ Rather, it explains that to achieve absolute decoupling there is a 
large list of reasonable steps governments should implement which are needed to underpin efforts to 
achieve absolute decoupling. It then outlines factors that can undermine or even block such 
government initiatives. Then, throughout Cents and sustainability, different causes and drivers of 
unsustainability are discussed with regard to how to turn them into drivers for sustainability. This 
question is also one that has been addressed in each of our other co-authored books indifferent ways, 
such as chapter 4 of The Natural advantage of nations’ and chapters 1 and 3 of Dr Smith’s PhD 
(Smith 2009). 
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Dr Himley’s observation that ‘Lying behind this inaction (to achieve sustainability), in their eyes, is the 
persistent circulation of the erroneous notion that we must ultimately choose between the economy 
and the environment, between growth and sustainability ’implies that the book argues that this alone 
explains inaction to address environmental problems. In contrast, we are of the opinion that such a 
perspective is just one of the main barriers to achieving sustainability. Our other publications 
(Hargroves and Smith2005; Stasinopoulos et al. 2008; von Weizsäcker et al.2009; Desha and 
Hargroves forthcoming) address many different barriers to achieving sustainability. This provides still 
further evidence that we recognise that there are many causes of environmental problems and many 
barriers to the achievement of sustainability. 
On other occasions we believe that some of the criticisms significantly misrepresent the book. For 
instance, Dr Himley states that we believe that the principle roots of poverty are simply ‘inadequate 
aid, corruption, and population growth’. The book never makes this claim and instead tries to capture 
the complex vicious cycle of factors contributing to this problem. For example, in chapter 4 (p. 101) 
we state that: 
Low productivity, rapid population growth, environmental degradation, conflict and weak state 
capacities all serve to re-inforce generalised poverty directly and indirectly...Generalised poverty in 
turn results in low savings and investment, and low productivity. In addition, external trade and 
finance relationships interact with these domestic cycles of stagnation...Jeffrey Sachs has also 
identified four international factors which further affect whether or not nations can escape the poverty 
trap, each of which is interrelated and has various cause and effect relationships, within the nexus of 
generalised poverty, low savings, investment and productivity namely– the form of primary commodity 
dependence, buildup of unsustainable external debt, emergence of an aid/debt system, and degree of 
access to markets. 
Furthermore, the reviews contend that the book says nothing about how to overcome the barrier of 
upfront investment costs to achieve a transition to sustainable development. Firstly, this book’s 
decoupling frame-work and integration of cost–benefit analysis literature is designed to help motivate 
governments to change economic incentives/subsidies to drive investment to achieve significant 
decoupling, environmental resto-ration and poverty reduction. As our book states, ‘currently the 
majority of government subsidies go to industry practices which carry high environmental pressures’ 
(p. 75). In addition to this, our book provides many examples of ways governments can help also 
reduce the costs of upfront investments in a transition to sustainable development through, for 
instance, providing low interest loans to businesses for green retrofits and the building of low carbon 
plants(pp 66–67, 73). 
In terms of the issue of ‘organisations required to meet the cost of sustainable investment, may not be 
those that stand to reap the financial rewards’, chapter 4, and many of its 100 references, show that 
‘the wealthy’ and ‘corporations’ do stand to also benefit from investing in the millennium development 
goals (MDGs). A significant part of chapter 4 is devoted to mounting the case for greater investment 
in the MDGs from both the private and public sectors through a wide variety of mechanisms. Other 
aspects of this topic are covered in other parts of our book. We could have written much more on the 
topics of sustainable livelihoods and financing sustainability but these issues are well covered by a 
wide range of existing publications devoted to these vast topics. 
Finally, one of the reviewers criticised the book for not considering ‘alternatives to capitalism’. Our 
common future never explored ‘alternatives to capital-ism’, hence a book like this, which is a serious 
attempt to update key issues raised in Our common future, should not be expected to cover such 
issues. In addition, it is not clear to us how this is a reasonable suggestion. As Cents and 
sustainability clearly explains in chapter 1, we need to transform our economies to achieve absolute 
decoupling of economic growth from environmental pressures rapidly in the next decade or two to 
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avoid dangerous climate change and other irreversible ecological tipping points. Given the lack of any 
signs that ‘alternatives to capitalism’ are supported by the majority of people globally, and given 
‘capitalist alternative’s’ history of dictatorship, oppression, war, and environmental degradation we feel 
this suggestion by one of the reviewers is not a useful, appropriate or correct strategy. As Cents and 
sustainability shows, humanity had much of what was needed to define and pursue sustainable 
development as far back as1908 when Theodore Roosevelt called for a global summit of the 
conservation of resources. This opportunity was lost to the First World War, the Russian Revolution 
and much of the twentieth century was then lost to fighting the ‘Cold War’ between capitalism and 
‘alternatives to capitalism’ such as socialism. Thus most would agree that humanity and our planet 
cannot afford us to lose another century to wars over ‘isms’. 
MICHAEL SMITH,KARLSON ‘CHARLIE’HARGROVES and CHERYL DESHA Email: 
michaelh.smith@anu.edu.au;c.hargroves@gmail.com 
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